Pneumococcal vaccination in the elderly: an underused option?
Pneumococcal infections, especially pneumococcal pneumonia and pneumococcal bacteraemia are leading causes of morbidity and mortality among the elderly. The emergence of penicillin-resistant pneumococcal strains together with the growing number of old people have emphasised the need for prevention of pneumococcal infections. Prospective cohort studies with pneumonia as the endpoint have so far left open the question of the rationale of vaccinating the risk groups with pneumococcal vaccine. Pneumococcal vaccine has been proven effective against pneumococcal bacteraemia, but the incidence of that disease and thus its importance to the individuals themselves and to the healthcare system is small. Adverse events associated with pneumococcal vaccine are quite frequent but, especially in the elderly, mild and do not limit its use. Clinicians should keep the pneumococcal vaccine in mind and discuss its use with their patients at increased risk for pneumococcal infection. However, before pneumococcal vaccine can be included in national vaccination programmes, its cost-effectiveness in preventing invasive infections must be assured or definitive evidence obtained of its effectiveness against non-invasive pneumococcal infection.